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A Family Man
by Henry G. Miller
Uncle Jack was always writing in his note
books. That’s what I remember most about him.
He wrote in those small notebooks with spirals on
the top that stenographers used to use. There were
dozens of them all around Grandma’s place on the
second floor where he lived. No one knew what
he wrote in those notebooks. Once I looked at one,
and it was too deep for me, but that was when I
still was in grade school. Another time, I saw some
thing about sex, but I couldn’t figure that out ei
ther.
Sometimes we heard Grandma and Uncle Jack
shouting at each other. Usually, that happened when
she went into one of his drawers with his note
books and writings. She made it plain it was her
house, and he best not forget it, and she’d look
where she wanted to look. But in later years, they
didn’t fight anymore. I think Uncle Jack just mel
lowed.
But before then, he did one thing that made us
nervous. He’d argue with himself when he was
alone. We lived on the first floor in what was called,
in those days, railroad flats because they were nar
row and ran through the whole floor. My mother
and I didn’t mind that he argued with himself, but
we worried that the tenants on the third floor would
hear him. Also, my father didn’t like it. “It’s not
normal for a man to argue with himself out loud
like that. Your brother has always been a little off.”
Also, Pop thought Jack showed off sometimes. No
doubt Uncle Jack had read a lot. He always had a
book in his hand. My mother always tried to pro
tect Jack. So did her two sisters. “But they don’t
have to live under him like we do,” my father would
say.
I always liked Uncle Jack, and he liked me,
and I was always careful not to say too much in
front of my father. My father only had a few weeks
of high school when he had to go to work. I think
he was a little jealous of Jack. Once, he forbade

Uncle Jack from coming down to our flat. They
had some argument about Roosevelt that turned
loud and nasty. This was hard on my mother and
grandmother because almost every night, Grandma
and Uncle Jack would come down around 8:30 to
have snacks and a beer with my mother and father.
Sometimes the other aunts and uncles would stop
over. They’d have a few beers and talk over the
day’s events and sometimes listen to the radio.
When Uncle Jack wasn’t allowed to come down,
it upset my mother. She always played the peace
maker.
But that time, I smoothed it over. I asked Uncle
Jack to help me with some homework. I really
didn’t need his help, but I was looking for an ex
cuse to make him come downstairs when my fa
ther was there. It worked. He helped me, and my
father had to admit that that was very nice. Uncle
Jack hesitated in the hall before coming into our
place. “I’m not sure I should come in, Little Jim.”
He always called me “Little Jim.”
“Pop, can Uncle Jack come in? He’s showing
me how to do this diagram. It was too big to take
upstairs.”
My father hesitated. But he knew we all wanted
him to relent. Then he said, “Sure. Nice of him to
help you.”
Uncle Jack moved in hesitantly. It was a little
awkward.
Then my father came through. “You ought to
come down tonight. I got that new cheese from
the delicatessen. It goes good with beer.”
Then Jack said, like nothing had happened,
“Good. I’ve been wanting to try that cheese.”
I always had a soft spot for Uncle Jack. Smart
as he was, he was lonely. Now, you may think my
father was hard in not letting him come down. But
Jack was always fighting with people. He just
couldn’t help himself. He had a terrible temper.
My mother told me about that awful time when
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Jack was a teenager. “He would always tell us,
‘How did I get bom in this family?’ He was al
ways so smart, and the rest of us were just aver
age. He didn’t think we measured up. The only
one who really understood him was Grandma. She
called him ‘one of life’s unfortunates,’ which brings
me to that awful time when he was only fifteen.
Grandma wanted him to go to church, and he
wouldn’t. It got hot. Then he did it. He raised his
hand as if he'd hit Mom. I don’t think he would
have, but he did raise his hand. At that minute, my
father came in. Grandpa was always very strict. At
first, he favored Jack. But when Timmy came
along, he started to favor the younger brother. You
shouldn’t play favorites, but Grandpa did. That’s
around the time when Jack started with his tem
per. But he never meant any harm. We used to say
he was a lamb in wolf’s clothing. Anyway, Grandpa
came in just as Jack raised his hand. ‘You raise
your hand to your mother. I’ve had enough of you.
You don’t see your brother Timmy acting that way.
You need a lesson.’ My father called the local pre
cinct. He knew the policeman who patrolled the
neighborhood. They took Jack away. My mother
pleaded with my father not to do it, but he said,
‘No, he needs a lesson. He’s been getting out of
hand.’ It was terrible. The rest of us all cried. They
locked him up for the night. When Jack came home
the next morning, he was a pitiful figure. My sis
ters were all upset. Things were never the same
after that. He kept more to himself.”
I would sometimes ask my mother to tell me
that story again. It surprised me because, of all the
people in the world, the one Uncle Jack cared most
about was his mother. Grandma didn’t have his
book learning. She only got to the fifth grade be
fore she had to help out at home and do the
neighbor’s wash. But she knew her son, Jack. When
he returned from his trips, he always went right
upstairs and stayed in his old room. Uncle Jack
was her only unmarried child. And she’d always
say how Jack loved home cooking. When he came
home from the Merchant Marines, where he served
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during the war, he didn’t eat out for months. He
even would bring wine for the Sunday dinners that
Grandma always made for the whole family. I can
still hear him saying, “We got pot roast tonight,
and I got Nina.” Nina was a sherry. He’d always
bring home some sherry whether it went with the
food or not.
I remember how excited we all were when
Uncle Jack brought home Jessie. It was the first
time he ever brought anybody home. She wasn’t
Catholic, but Grandma didn’t care. “He’s never had
anybody. Let’s hope she’s nice.”
We all had dinner upstairs at Grandma’s. She
made leg of lamb, Jack’s favorite.
Jessie was a waitress at a restaurant where Jack
worked in the kitchen for a couple of weeks. Ev
erybody was polite, and Uncle Jack was happy but
a little nervous. He laughed a lot. I could tell he
was hoping she’d make a good impression. He
wouldn’t have brought her home unless he was
serious.
Jessie then went to Chicago for a few weeks to
visit her sister. Jack thought he’d surprise her by
going out to see her. He had a ring with him. When
he came back, alone, he was a beaten man. I heard
him crying one night. As the story came out, he
found Jessie at some wild party. Plenty of men,
lots of drink. She was making out with two men at
the same time when he came in. It broke his heart.
He came home and said to his mother, “That’s it
for me.”
Never again did he bring anybody home. I
guess some people are destined to be alone. One
good thing was that he and Grandma kept getting
closer. They always were close, but now he was
the prodigal son come home. He would always ask
whether he could help her in any way.
He never had much of a job that amounted to
anything. But he kept writing in those notebooks.
Uncle Tim knew I liked to read, too, and we’d of
ten wonder what his brother Jack was writing and
why he didn’t make an effort to get something
published. We couldn’t figure it out.
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Recently, I did some research, and with the help getful. She couldn't find anything at first. Jack
of some of my cousins, we made a big discovery. would make a joke of it. “Hey, Gracie, can’t you
The family story about his being published as a remember where you put your money?” Gracie
young man and called a genius was true. When he Allen was the dumb-like-a-fox radio partner of
was 19, he had a story published. It was more like George Burns in those days. But toward the end.
a playlet because it had a lot of dialogue in it. Min Grandma deteriorated. She started to wander in the
ify Fair published it. Some people write stories for streets barefoot, looking for her mother. There was
years and never have a short story published, let a family conference. It was agreed she had to go to
alone in Vanity Fair, one of the most prestigious a nursing home. Jack was against it. lie said he
magazines there ever was. To make it even more could take care of her. But he was outvoted. The
extraordinary', the editor wrote an introduction say family found a nice place in Queens with the help
ing this young
writer had better
skill at dialogue
than
Eugene
O 'N eill.
My
aunts said it
turned his head.
He never pub
lished anything
again. But he
kept writing in
his notebooks.
In later years,
as
Grandma
grew older. Jack
stayed
home
more. We didn’t
hear any arguing,
either. He was
going to the store
for her all the
tim e, and he
never used to do
P h o to g r a p h (d e ta il) b y J o e l K e n d a ll
that. When the
family got together, we’d meet more downstairs in of the church. It was a bit of a trip from where
our place on the first floor rather than upstairs. Jack Grandma’s house was in Brooklyn, but still under
seemed to be smiling more. Instead of fighting with an hour.
his sisters and telling them how little they knew,
By then. Jack himself was in his 60s, but he
he'd smile and laugh about it. “How did a genius went every day to visit her. He always brought her
like me get in this family?” Then he’d laugh as if some treat, mostly coffeecake with crumbs on it.
he were making fun of himself.
Toward the end, she barely knew any of us. I asked
As time went on, Grandma started to get for Jack if 1 could go with him one day. 1 must admit.
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I was curious how he spent all this time with her
“I always had you, Mom.”
day after day.
“I have to go. My mother’s looking for me. I
Grandma didn’t know me, although she was didn’t finish my homework.”
like a second mother to me. But she was very pleas
“It’s okay. Mom. There’s no school tomorrow.”
ant. Uncle Jack was sitting alongside of her in her
“No school?”
room, which was dimly lit. I excused myself, say
“No. It’s Saturday.”
ing 1 wanted to check to see if her account was up
“You should settle down, Jackie. Your sisters
to date. But when I came back, I let them have may not always be there to take care o f you.”
their privacy. 1 stood near enough to hear them,
“I can’t settle down. Mom. You’re my girl.”
although they didn’t see me. I was very curious as
“Some people are meant to be alone. They just
to what they talked about.
don’t get along with other people. My son Jackie
Grandma was asking Uncle Jack, “What’s the is like that. He’s one o f life’s unfortunates. I told
name of this place?”
the girls, when I’m gone they’ve got to keep an
“You know. St. Theresa’s. Don’t you remem eye on Jackie. He needs a place and people he can
ber Father Harvey helped get you in here?”
count on. That’s why, no matter what he did, he
“Do I know Father Harvey?”
could always come home. Do you know my son
“Sure you do. Now, Mom, let me ask you this: Jackie?”
Who am I?”
“I do.”
Grandma hesitated, stared deeply in her son’s
“He’s very smart.”
face, and said, “Why, you’re a very good friend of
“Very, very smart.”
mine.”
That’s the way their daily meetings went. No
“Do you like it here, Mom?”
one cried harder when she died than Uncle Jack.
“It’s a very nice place. They do some business But all o f this was many years ago.
here. The restaurant’s always full.”
I don’t know why I’m going on like this. Well,
“Hey, you my girl. Mom?”
today was a hard day. We buried Jack alongside
“Oh, it’s you, Jackie. You know you should his mother and father. I guess that brought it all
settle down, find a nice girl, and get married.”
back.
“How can I do that, Mom? You’re my best
I said a few words at the church. There were a
girl.”
few cousins there and only one aunt, Aunt Joan,
“How come I’m here?”
Jack’s last surviving sister. The rest are all gone.
“Mom, you were getting up in the middle of Aunt Joan would bring him a good meal once or
the night, looking for your mother.”
twice a week right up to the end. How Jack loved
“Is my mother here?”
home cooking. I guess down deep, he was always
“She sees you every day. Hey, Mom, you re a family man.
member the time you took Tim and me to hear
I don’t know what happened to me today, f
Christmas music in New York at the cathedral?”
could barely get through the eulogy. I broke up a
“And Timmy ran away. He was such a devil few times, almost inconsolable. I said some words
and so good-looking, just like his father.”
when my mother and father died. Sad as that was,
“Dad really loved Tim, didn’t he?”
I didn’t break up like I did today. Some lives are
“Looked just like him. I told your father, no just very sad.
favorites. But sometimes we can’t help ourselves.”
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